
Weapons of Mass Migration:
The Global Migration Emergency and Strategic 
Engineered Migration as an Instrument of Statecraft

Professor Kelly M. Greenhill (Ph.D., MIT)

2020-22 Leverhulme Trust Visiting Professor, SOAS (UCL)

Home institutions: Tufts, MIT and Harvard

Prepared for presentation at the National Defense University

New and Emerging Security Challenges Seminar

14 December 2021

The views expressed herein are my own, and do not necessarily reflect the views of SOAS, Tufts, MIT or Harvard University

READ ONLY



The Dominant Narrative
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Who is a “refugee”?

• Per the 1951 Refugee Convention, a refugee is 
someone who "owing to a well-founded fear of 
being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social 
group or political opinion, is outside the country 
of his nationality, and is unable to, or owing to 
such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the 
protection of that country."
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Who is an “IDP”?

• The UN defines IDPs as "people or groups of 
individuals who have been forced to leave their 
homes or places of habitual residence, in 
particular as a result of, or in order to avoid the 
effects of armed conflict, situations of generalised 
violence, violations of human rights or natural- or 
human-made disasters, and who have not crossed 
an international border.”
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Who is a “migrant”?

• Migrants move not because of a direct threat of 
persecution or death, but mainly to improve their 
lives. Some may feel that conditions are so bad at 
home, however, that migration is involuntary
“survival migration.”

• Unlike refugees and IDPs who cannot safely 
return home, migrants face no such impediment. 
If they choose to return home, they will continue 
to receive the protection of their government.
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The Myth/Dominant Narrative

• The problem is European/N. American--a crisis 
of the North. 

• The problem is refugees.

• The problem is new.

• The problem is short-term.

• The problem is largely one of political will.

© Greenhill 2021

READ ONLY



Debunking the myths: Displacement today
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Protracted refugee situations

~2/3s of today’s refugees are in PRS: 
dozens of groups of 25K+ for longer than 
five years; largest such group is the 
Palestinians.
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The Myth/Dominant Narrative

• The problem is EU/US--a crisis 
of the North. 

• The problem is refugees.

• The problem is new.

• The problem is short-term.

• The problem is largely one of 
political will.

The problem is global, and 
more South than North.

IDPs predominate.

It’s long-standing.

It’s long-lasting.

Political will is just one 
of many variables.
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The Conventional Wisdom

- Major Causes of Mass Migrations
– Unintended consequences of:

• War and other manmade and natural disasters
• Political and/or social unrest, economic deprivation
• Disease

– Occasional deliberate expulsions to:
• Demographically re-engineer territory and/or appropriate 

resources 

– Individuals seeking better lives and economic 
opportunities

- Correct, but incomplete
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Strategic engineered migrations

• “Actual or threatened in- or out-migrations that 
are deliberately induced or manipulated by state or 
non-state actors, in ways designed to augment, 
reduce, or change the composition of the 
population residing within a particular territory, for 
political, economic and/or military ends”

• F our types
• Dispossessive
• Exportive
• Militarized
• Coercive 

Greenhill (2008, 2010…)
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Mass Migrations as Political and Military Tools:
A Typology of Variants and Objectives

Variant
Nature of the 

Target
F undamental Goal

Dispossessive F oreign and/or Domestic
Social Restructuring/ 

Redistribution

Exportive F oreign and/or Domestic
Internal Political 

Stabilization;  External 
Destabilization

Militarized F oreign and/or Domestic Tactical Advantage

Coercive F oreign
Coercion—Change in the 

Target’s B ehavior

F or details, see Greenhill 2008 [in Civil Wars];  or Greenhill 2021 [in the Washington Post]
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Outline

• Coercers and their Goals

• Incidence and Efficacy/Rate of Success

• How and Why Does This Tool Work?

• What Can be Done?

Cornell Studies in Security Affairs (2010).
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Coercers and their Goals

• Types of Coercers
– Generators 

• e.g., Cuban President F idel Castro;  ISIS

– Agents Provocateur
• e.g., Haiti’s Jean-Bertrand Aristide;  the Kosovo Liberation Army

– Opportunists 
• e.g., Pakistani President Zia-ul-Haq re: Afghan refugees;  Turkey re: 

Syrian refugees

• Aims and Objectives
– As with traditional coercion, goals vary tremendously

• Including foreign aid, military and technical assistance, normalized 
immigration, deterrence, political/diplomatic recognition, regime change
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Coercers’ Objectives: 
Political, Military and/or Economic

• %  of Determinate/
All possible cases  

50% /48%
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Incidence and Success Rate

• F requency: 
– (At least) ca. once a year on average, since at least the 

middle of the 20th century 
– (At least) 76-89 cases since 1951

• Rate of Success: 
– When attempted, ca. 70-75%  of coercers obtained some 

of what they sought. 
– In 57%  of cases, coercers achieved most or all of their 

objectives.

• Still, this is no super weapon: 
– Once initiated, it is hard to control and is rarely a policy tool 

of first resort
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If This Kind of Coercion is So Common, 
Why Don’t I Already Know About It?

• A number of non-mutually exclusive reasons why it has been 
“hiding in plain sight”:
– Earlier examinations conducted, but usually in a piecemeal, 

case-specific fashion
• e.g., Italy re:  Albania in late 1990s;  EU re: Libya in 2000s

– Often, but not always, embedded within outflows 
concomitantly driven by other causes

• e.g., Idi Amin in 1972
– Sometimes the fog of crisis/war interferes

• e.g., Castro in 1980
– Neither coercers nor targets generally have incentives to 

reveal its existence
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Relative Power of Challengers and 
Target States
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Two Pathways

• Capacity Swamping: focuses on manipulating a target’s 
ability to accept, accommodate or assimilate a given group 
of migrants or refugees

• Political Agitation: focuses on manipulating a target’s 
willingness to do so
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Migration-driven “Coercion by Punishment”

Target’s 
Domestic (and 
International) 

Audiences

International level
Challenger Target

Domestic level

Level 1

Level 2

- Aim to change the behavior of a target by stoking and exploiting political divisions 
and imposing costs on the target’s population, with the expectation that citizens will 
in turn pressure their government(s) to alter its behavior
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Method One: Capacity Swamping

– (Threats to) overwhelm the physical or political capacity of a 
target state to accommodate an influx

“If aggression against another foreign country means that it strains its social structure, that it ruins its finances, that it has to give up 
its territory for sheltering refugees…what is the difference between that kind of aggression and the other type, the more classical type, 
when someone declares war, or something of that sort?”

-- Samar Sen, India’s UN Ambassador (in 1971), in the wake of a mass influx from East Pakistan
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Method Two: Political Agitation
•(Threats to) undermine a target’s willingness accommodate or assimilate 
a given group of migrants or refugees

“Pay me £4.1billion a year and I'll stop Europe from turning 
black. …At the moment there is a dangerous level of 
immigration from Africa into Europe and we don't know 
what will happen. … 'What will be the reaction of the 
white Christian Europeans to this mass of hungry, 
uneducated Africans?.

-- Colonel Ghaddafi (August 2010)

“I can empty Kosovo in a week.”

- Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic to German 
F oreign Minister (F M) Joshka Fischer (March 1999)

“German authorities were especially alarmed at the possibility 
of another influx of refugees from the Ba lkans.” 

- German Deputy F M Ludger Vollmer
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Who Gets Targeted?

• Liberal democracies appear to be disproportionately 
targeted

• Spatial proximity may make a target particularly 
attractive

• But geographic propinquity is not a prerequisite (nor is 
flow size)

• Other factors influence 
vulnerability to a significantly 
greater degree
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Target population’s attitude towards 
refugee/migrant group?

If nearly universally positive, successful coercion is highly unlikely
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Target population’s attitude towards 
refugee/migrant group?

If nearly universally positive, successful coercion is highly unlikely

If nearly universally negative, successful coercion is unlikely
But …..  READ ONLY



Attitude towards 
refugee/migrant 

group?

If nearly universally positive, successful coercion is highly unlikely
If nearly universally negative, successful coercion is unlikely
But …..  

Committed Proponents  often co-exist with  Committed Opponents

Motivated by support for a particular group or groups 
and/or for liberal norms and juridical commitments

Motivated by concerns and fears 
associated with a particular group or groups, 

inflows more broadly and/or xenophobia 
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Attitude towards 
refugee/migrant 

group?

If nearly universally positive, successful coercion is highly unlikely
If nearly universally negative, successful coercion is unlikely
But …..  

Committed Proponents  often co-exist with  Committed Opponents

Motivated by support for particular groups(s) and/or for 
liberal norms and juridical commitments

Motivated by concerns and fears 
associated with inflows 

Pluralism  Existence of Domestic Political Divisions 
+

Societal Transparency + Humanitarian Commitments

Heightened vulnerability to coercion
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Libyan F action (as Generator)

“Libyan Faction Threatens EU with Migrant Boats”

- November 3, 2015 - One of the two rival authorities 
in Libya has threatened to send migrants to Europe 
unless the EU recognises its legitimacy.

Jamal Zubia, a spokesman for the General National 
Congress (GNC), told The Telegraph, a B ritish daily, in 
an interview published on Monday (2 November): "I 
have advised my government many times already that 
we should hire boats and send them [migrants] to 
Europe."

"We are protecting the gates of Europe, yet Europe 
does not recognise us and does not want to recognise 
us. So why should we stop the migrants here?".
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Turkey (as Opportunist)
“EU chief: Migrant influx is 'campaign of 
hybrid warfare' by neighbours to force 
concessions”

October 6, 2015 - …Donald Tusk claims 
Europe's neighbours are using migrants as a 
'weapon', as he ridicules Angela Merkel's 
decision to open Germany's doors to Syrian 
asylum seekers…”

March 2016- On offer are six (6) billion euros 
to help Syrians in Turkey, a broadening of 
Turkey's long-stalled EU membership talks to 
include economic policy and, critically for 
many Turks, more visa-free travel to Europe. 
In return, the EU wants Turkey to improve 
conditions for Syrian refugees and curb transit 
by Asians seeking to reach Europe in the 
hope of better paid work….”
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Belarus (as Generator?)
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Possible State Responses

• Concession (to make crises disappear)

• Acceptance and Assimilation

• Resistance

• Prevention and/or Intervention

• Burden-Sharing

• B ribery/Side-payments
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